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CONGRESS  ACTS 

PENNSYLVANIA  RESPONDS 

GREAT  WORK  BEGINS 


The  General  Assembly  of  Pennsylvania  in  1937  enacted  legislation 
enabling  the  Keystone  State  to  participate  in  the  Nation’s  slum-clearance, 
low-rent  housing  program.  This  was  in  keeping  with  recommendations 
made  by  Governor  Earle.  The  Federal  program  for  the  elimination  of 
slums  was  initiated  with  the  passage  of  the  United  States  Housing  Act 
by  Congress  in  1937.  The  measure  created  the  United  States  Housing 
Authority  as  a governmental  agency  to  foster  and  assist  local  communities 
throughout  the  Nation  by  the  loaning  of  moneys  and  the  granting  of 
subsequent  subsidies  for  low-rent  housing. 

Under  the  terms  of  the  United  States  Housing  Act,  urged  by  Presi- 
dent Roosevelt,  the  Federal  Government’s  assistance  is  rendered  to  local 
governments  only,  and  this  program  should,  therefore,  not  be  miscon- 
strued as  bringing  assistance  to  the  individual  who  desires  financial  as- 
sistance in  owning  his  home  or  to  individual  groups  who  plan  to  seek 
governmental  assistance  in  the  construction  of  any  real  estate  develop- 
ments. Provisions  for  assistance  for  these  classes  are  possible  through 
the  medium  of  the  Federal  Housing  Administration,  The  Federal  Home 
Loan  Bank  Board,  the  Reconstruction  Finance  Corporation  Mortgage 
Company,  The  Farm  Credit  Administration  and  the  Farm  Security 
Administration. 

IN  THE  NATION 

This  treatise  is  to  outline  the  functioning  of  the  United  States  Housing 
Authority  in  general  and  more  particularly  its  operation  in  Pennsylvania. 
The  purpose  of  the  United  States  Housing  Authority  Act  is  best  ex- 
pressed in  its  title:  “ — to  provide  financial  assistance  to  the  States  and 
political  subdivisions  thereof  for  the  elimination  of  unsafe  and  insanitary 
housing  conditions,  for  the  eradication  of  slums,  for  the  provision  of 
decent,  safe  and  sanitary  dwellings  for  families  of  low  income,  and  for 
the  reduction  of  unemployment  and  the  stimulation  of  business  activity.” 
With  this  in  mind.  Congress  in  1937  authorized  the  United  States  Hous- 
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ing  Authority  to  lend  $500,000,000  during  a threc'year  period.  This 
figure  was  increased  an  additional  $300,000,000  by  Congress  in  1938.  A 
total  of  $800,000,000  is  now  available  for  slum-clearance  and  the  erection 
of  low'cost,  low'rent  homes  for  the  lowdncome  group.  The  law  pro' 
vides  that  no  State  shall  receive  more  than  ten  per  cent  of  the  total 
amount  authorized,  neither  shall  any  state  enjoy  the  benefits  of  this  law 
that  has  not  passed  the  legislation  necessary  to  permit  the  creation  and 
operation  of  Local  Housing  Authorities. 

IN  THE  STATE 

Pennsylvania  was  one  of  the  first  states  to  pass  the  required  legislation 
and  as  such  automatically  placed  itself  in  line  to  receive  the  maximum 
financial  assistance  from  the  Federal  Government  or  a total  of  $80,000,' 
000  for  the  three-year  period,  beginning  July  1,  1937. 

Pennsylvania’s  enabling  legislation  created  the  State  Board  of  Housing 
as  an  agency  to  foster  the  slum-clearance  program  throughout  the  State. 
The  board  operates  under  the  Department  of  Health.  Its  objectives  are: 
to  interest  the  various  political  subdivisions  of  the  State  in  Housing;  to 
assist  them  in  the  creation  of  local  housing  authorities  and  to  maintain 
certain  supervision  and  also  police  powers  over  Local  Housing  Author- 
ities, all  for  the  sole  purpose  of  eradicating  substandard  dwellings  and 
bringing  to  the  low-wage  earners  a low-rental  domicile  in  healthful  and 
sanitary  surroundings. 

IN  THE  CITIES 

The  need  of  such  slum-elimination  can  be  better  understood  when  it 
is  considered  that  in  the  larger  cities  of  our  Commonwealth  the  existing 
conditions  of  Housing  for  the  low-wage  earners  are  so  appalling  that 
it  is  almost  inexpressible  in  words. 

In  Philadelphia,  from  a report  prepared  in  1932,  it  was  determined 
that  several  thousand  houses  in  the  industrial  districts  were  entirely  inade- 
quate to  provide  the  necessary  healthful  conditions  that  are  so  essential 
to  the  welfare  of  man.  Of  the  several  thousand  houses  surveyed,  fifty- 
five  per  cent  of  the  properties  did  not  contain  inside  toilets,  forty-five  per 
cent  lacked  bathing  facilities,  in  fifty  per  cent  of  the  houses  the  only 
heating  equipment  provided  was  the  kitchen  range  and  in  the  majority 
of  instances  congestion  and  overcrowding  of  the  dwellings  was  evident. 
In  another  locality  in  Philadelphia,  statistics  prepared  in  1934,  showed 
that  in  one  section  containing  mostly  substandard  dwellings,  there  were 
483.75  arrests  and  seventeen  and  five-tenths  prison  cases  per  thousand 
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of  the  population  as  compared  to  an  average  of  sixty-four  and  six'tenths 
arrests  and  one  and  five'tenths  prison  cases  per  thousand  population  for 
the  entire  city.  This  area  covered  approximately  forty'five  acres  and 
revealed  a total  local  government  maintenance  of  $336,800,  whereas  the 
tax  yield  for  this  same  locality  was  but  $67,329  or  a deficit  to  the  city 
of  Philadelphia  approximating  $269,000,  which  in  itself  would  constitute 
a great  savings  to  the  taxpayers  if  proper  housing  conditions  had  existed. 

In  Pittsburgh,  it  was  revealed  that  approximately  4,000  buildings  were 
classed  as  totally  unfit  for  habitation  and  that  over  6,000  buildings  were 
in  need  of  major  repairs.  As  a result  of  the  inability  of  the  owners  to 
rehabilitate  these  buildings  there  is  consequently  a total  of  between 
9,000  and  10,000  substandard  dwellings.  In  Pittsburgh’s  hill  district, 
which  is  its  most  deplorable  slum  area,  the  Pittsburgh  Housing  Associa- 
tion  in  its  reports  for  the  years  1931,  1932,  1933,  declared  that  in  these 
obsolete  dwellings  are  housed  the  greatest  number  who  make  demands 
upon  the  community  for  relief  and  charitable  hospitalization  and  that 
here  is  located  the  crime  and  immorality  center  of  the  city.  Similar  con- 
ditions  exist  in  the  same  proportion  in  the  smaller  communities  of  the 
State.  It  is  the  abolition  of  all  such  areas  that  the  United  States  Housing 
Authority  and  the  Pennsylvania  State  Board  of  Housing  aim  to  bring 
about. 

Even  though  private  capital  of  its  own  initiative  should  endeavor  to 
correct  this  evil  it  would  be  impossible  for  such  an  undertaking  to  build 
adequate  dwelling  facilities  at  a cost  which  would  permit  the  rental 
thereof  to  individuals  of  the  low'wage  brackets,  and  it  is,  therefore,  es' 
sential  that  the  Government  enter  into  this  particular  type  of  housing 
field  and  by  means  of  its  subsequent  subsidies  provide  decent,  sanitary 
shelter  for  the  low'wage  earners. 

WHAT  ARE  SLUM  AREAS? 

By  bad  housing  or  slum  areas  is  meant  dwellings  and  locations,  the 
physical  standards  of  which  do  not  contribute  to  the  health  and  welh 
being  of  the  occupants.  It  is  generally  agreed  that  the  five  fundamental 
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maximum  standards  for  decent  and  healthful  living  abodes  should  include 
the  following: 

1.  A dwelling  should  contain  sufficient  rooms  of  a size  and  be  located  in 
an  area  that  would  permit  a family  to  live  a normal  private  life. 

2.  The  dwelling  should  be  so  planned  as  to  give  ample  ventilation  of 
wholesome  air  and  be  so  situated  as  to  receive  plenty  of  sunlight. 

3.  Running  water,  toilet  and  bathing  facilities  should  be  provided  within 
the  dwelling  as  well  as  means  provided  for  the  heating  of  water. 

4.  An  adequate  system  of  heating  should  be  provided  for  those  dwellings 
in  localities  where  the  climate  requires  it. 

5.  The  dwellings  should  be  soundly,  but  not  elaborately  constructed. 

FORMING  A HOUSING  AUTHORITY 

For  any  local  community  to  participate  in  the  Government's  slum' 
clearance  program  and  construct  standard  dwelling  facilities  for  its  low' 
income  groups,  it  is  necessary  first  for  the  local  Government  to  go  on 
record  as  being  in  need  of  a slum'clearance  and  low  rent  housing  project. 

The  initial  step  toward  the  creation  of  a Local  Housing  Authority  is 
the  passing  of  a resolution  by  the  local  governing  body,  i.  e.,  the  Board 
of  County  Commissioners  or  City  Council,  depending  whether  a County 
or  City  Authority  is  to  be  formed.  This  resolution  shall  cite  the  fact 
that  there  exists  buildings  which  are  unsafe  and  insanitary  and  as  a result 
of  which,  disease  is  spread  and  the  public  health  and  morals  are  impaired; 
that  such  buildings  increase  the  hazards  of  fires,  accidents  and  other 
calamities  which  result  in  loss  of  life  and  property;  that  such  buildings 
subject  the  moral  standards  of  the  people  to  bad  influences  which  have 
permanent  deleterious  social  effects;  that  such  dwellings  increase  the 
violation  of  the  criminal  laws  of  the  Commonwealth  and  jeopardize  the 
safety  and  welhbeing  of  the  inhabitants  and  necessitate  the  expenditure 
of  vast  sums  of  public  money  for  the  purpose  of  crime,  fire  and  accident 
prevention,  and  also  public  health  service  and  relief. 

With  the  passage  of  such  resolution,  the  county  or  city  clerk  shall 
certify  to  the  adoption  of  the  resolution.  The  certificate  shall  be  pre- 
pared in  duplicate,  the  original  to  be  forwarded  to  the  Secretary  of  the 
Commonwealth,  the  duplicate  to  the  State  Board  of  Housing.  The 
certificate  shall  be  filed  with  the  State  Board  of  Housing.  The  Board 
shall  then  approve  or  disapprove  the  certificate.  In  the  event  of  ap- 
proval, the  State  Board  of  Housing  shall  certify  the  resolution  to  the 
Governor  of  the  Commonwealth  and  also  notify  the  local  governing  body 
sponsoring  the  resolution. 


Should  the  local  governing  body  fail  to  pass  such  a resolution  and  if 
there  is  an  apparent  need  for  a Local  Housing  Authority,  twenty'five 
(25)  taxpayers,  citizens  of  the  community,  can  petition  the  governor  to 
issue  a certificate  citing  the  need  of  a Local  Housing  Authority. 

NAMING  AN  AUTHORITY 

With  receipt  of  notice  of  approval  by  the  State  Board  of  Housing,  the 
local  governing  body  shall  then  proceed  to  name,  in  accordance  with  the 
terms  of  the  law,  the  members  who  will  constitute  the  Local  Board  of 
Housing  and  who  will  serve  without  compensation. 

The  law  provides  for  creation  of  a Housing  Authority  in  each  county 
of  the  Commonwealth.  Additional  Housing  Authorities  can  be  created 
in  each  city  of  the  Commonwealth  having  a population  of  30,000  or 
more.  All  Local  Housing  Authorities  are  comprised  of  five  (5)  members 
and  in  all  counties  except  counties  of  the  third  class,  the  members  of  the 
Local  Housing  Authority  are  appointed  by  the  County  Commissioners. 
In  counties  of  the  third  class,  the  Governor  of  the  Commonwealth  ap' 
points  three  (3)  members  and  the  County  Commissioners  appoint  two 
(2)  members.  In  cities  of  the  first  class,  the  mayor  appoints  two  (2) 
members  of  the  Authority,  the  city  comptroller  appoints  two  (2)  mem- 
bers and  the  four  (4)  members  appointed  select  the  fifth  member.  In 
cities  of  the  second  class  and  second  class  A,  the  mayor  appoints  all  five 
(5)  members  and  in  third  class  cities  the  governor  appoints  three  (3) 
members  of  the  Authority  and  the  mayor  two  (2)  members. 

Upon  being  duly  appointed,  the  Local  Housing  Authority  should  then 
meet,  perfect  an  organization  by  electing  from  its  members  a chairman, 
a secretary  and  a treasurer. 

PRESENTING  THE  FACTS 

The  Local  Housing  Authority  is  then  ready  to  function. 

The  first  task  of  a Local  Housing  Authority  will  be  to  present  sub- 
stantiating facts,  in  a verbal  interview  with  the  United  States  Housing 
Authority  in  Washington,  that  the  need  of  a slum-clearance  and  Hous- 
ing Project  is  prevalent  in  the  local  community.  There  should  follow  a 
request  for  financial  aid. 

In  the  earmarking  of  funds  by  the  United  States  Housing  Authority, 
the  Federal  officials  concern  themselves  not  so  much  with  the  formulation 
of  a specific  project,  but  rather  seek  evidence  as  to  the  extent  of  slums 
and  indecent,  unsafe  and  insanitary  housing  conditions  which  may  exist 
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in  the  locality  and  the  general  need  for  low-rent  housing,  also  a rough 
estimate  of  the  rentals  which  low-income  families  can  afford  to  pay  as 
well  as  prevailing  rates  of  rental. 

The  Federal  authorities  are  interested  in  the  type  of  project  the  com' 
munity  desires;  whether  it  is  anticipated  to  demolish  slum  areas  and  con' 
struct  the  new  homes  on  the  present  slum  sites  or  whether  vacant  land 
is  anticipated  to  be  used.  Also,  whether  it  is  the  intention  to  have  the 
project  constructed  in  single  houses,  row  houses  or  multi'family  structures. 

The  Local  Housing  Authority  should  ascertain  and  be  in  a position 
to  inform  the  United  States  Housing  Authority  as  to  the  availability  of 
raising  the  ten  per  cent  of  the  development  costs  of  the  Housing  Project 
and  whether  or  not  this  ten  per  cent  will  be  in  the  form  of  local  loans  or 
contributions,  as  the  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  lend  only 
ninety  per  cent  of  the  cost  of  a project. 

The  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  further  be  interested  in 
evidence  pertaining  to  the  annual  local  contribution,  such  as  tax  remis' 
sions  or  tax  exemptions  and  also  the  possibility  of  having  the  local  govern' 
ment  enter  into  contracts  for  the  slum-elimination  required  under  the 
terms  of  the  law.  However,  it  is  unnecessary  for  the  Local  Housing 
Authority  to  make  specific  arrangements  or  obtain  commitments  on  these 
matters  prior  to  the  earmarking. 

GATHERING  THE  DATA 

The  earmarks  of  funds  is  generally  obtained  by  the  Local  Housing 
Authority  or  a committee  thereof,  making  a trip  to  Washington  and 
discussing  the  Authority's  program,  with  representatives  of  the  United 
States  Housing  Authority.  Maps  of  the  city  will  prove  of  great  value 
in  the  discussions. 

Once  the  Local  Authority  succeeds  in  obtaining  an  earmarking  of 
funds  for  its  anticipated  project,  the  United  States  Housing  Authority 
will  require  considerable  data  with  which  to  make  study  before  entering 
into  a definite  contract  with  the  Local  Authority.  It  will  include  a survey 
of  property  conditions  in  the  city  or  county,  a survey  of  the  wage  group 
to  be  benefited  through  the  development  of  a Housing  Project,  etc.  The 
Works  Progress  Administration  with  the  State  Board  of  Housing  co' 
operating,  is  providing  very  valuable  assistance  in  making  real  property 
inventories  of  cities  and  counties  desiring  such  inventories  or  anticipating 
the  construction  of  low'rent  housing  projects.  The  primary  requirement 
for  obtaining  this  assistance  from  the  Works  Progress  Administration 
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is  that  the  local  community  sponsor  the  project,  provide  office  space, 
stationery,  etc.  The  Works  Progress  Administration  assumes  the  cost 
of  the  wages  paid  to  the  personnel  used  in  making  the  inventory. 

It  will  be  necessary  for  the  Local  Authority  to  obtain  figures  relative 
to  the  cost  of  land  acquisition,  anticipated  construction  costs,  cost  of 
utilities,  accessibility  of  the  sites  selected  to  the  section  of  employment, 
schools,  churches,  transportation  facilities,  etc. 

KEEPING  COSTS  IN  MIND 

The  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  not  permit  the  cost  of  a 
Housing  Project  (exclusive  of  land  acquisition  and  property  develop- 
ment)  to  exceed  $1,000  per  room  or  $4,000  per  unit  in  cities  having  under 
500,000  population.  In  cities  of  over  500,000  population,  permitted 
costs  are  $5,000  per  unit  or  $1,250  per  room.  In  the  gathering  of  this 
data,  the  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  assist  the  Local  Authority 
by  sending  their  representatives  to  guide  and  aid  the  Local  Authority  in 
every  manner  possible. 

The  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  require  that  definite  con- 
tracts be  entered  into  between  the  Local  Housing  Authority  and  the  local 
governments  covering  the  tax  remission  or  tax  exemption  for  the  prop- 
erties to  be  acquired  by  the  Local  Housing  Authorities. 

With  this  information  available,  the  United  States  Housing  Authority 
will  take  the  question  of  entering  into  a definite  loan  contract  under 
advisement  and  if  impressed  favorably  will  then  enter  into  a long  agree- 
ment with  the  Local  Authority  and  also  an  agreement  for  the  subsidy  to 
be  subsequently  paid  to  the  Local  Authority.  Shortly  after  the  signing 
of  the  loan  agreement,  the  United  States  Housing  Authority  will  advance 
funds  and  the  Local  Authority  will  also  obtain  a pro  rata  proportion  of 
the  funds  which  are  to  be  had  from  the  local  ten  per  cent.  It  is  with 
these  funds  that  the  Local  Authority  can  then  proceed  to  acquire  its 
site  and  engage  the  required  architects  and  engineers. 

LOCAL  COOPERATION  IMPORTANT 

The  Local  Authority  shall,  however,  during  the  interim  from  the  time 
of  its  appointment  to  the  time  when  Federal  funds  are  made  available, 
be  provided  with  funds  for  the  current  operation  by  the  local  govern- 
ment, a portion  of  which  funds  may  subsequently  be  considered  as  part 
of  the  capital  investment  of  the  project,  and,  therefore,  partly  refundable. 
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After  the  site  has  been  acquired,  the  plans  for  the  project  prepared, 
and  other  necessary  progress  accomplished,  the  Local  Housing  Authority 
will  then  take  bids  for  the  prosecution  of  the  work  and  such  work  shall 
be  awarded  by  the  Local  Housing  Authority  to  the  lowest  responsible 
bidder. 

The  operating  expenses  of  the  completed  project  plus  the  funds  re- 
quired to  pay  the  interest  and  amortization  of  the  loans  shall  come  from 
the  income  of  the  property,  which  will  be  enhanced  by  the  subsidy  paid 
by  the  United  States  Housing  Authority.  This  subsidy  will  be  in  an 
amount  sufficient  to  make  low  rents  available,  but  which  annual  subsidy 
shall  not  exceed  three  and  one-half  per  cent  of  the  total  cost  of  the 
project. 

There  are  sixteen  Housing  Authorities  functioning  in  Pennsylvania. 
The  present  Housing  Authorities  are  established  in  counties  and  cities 
in  which  approximately  forty-five  per  cent  of  the  State’s  population 
reside.  The  United  States  Government  has  thus  far  seen  fit  to  earmark 
for  Pennsylvania  $59,994,000  for  Local  Authorities  and  has  made  actual 
loan  agreements  totaling  $25,250,000.  Pennsylvania,  accordingly,  is  a 
leader  among  the  states  in  its  effort  to  bring  about  slum  eradication  and 
low-rent  homes  for  the  low-wage  earner  of  the  Commonwealth. 

October  3,  1938. 
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